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How long does it take to make a loaf of sourdough bread? “Fourteen years 
and 36 hours,” says Gregoire Michaud, former executive pastry chef at 
Four Seasons Hong Kong who now runs his own bakery, Bakehouse, in 
Hong Kong.
Michaud is referring to the 14-year-old sourdough starter that forms the 
fi rst stage of his bread making, followed then by 36 hours of extended 
fermentation, mixing and baking. While Michaud admits that sourdough 
starters don’t necessarily get better with age or impart additional 
fl avours or other elements after such a long period of time – he says 
a starter of between six months and one year old is adequate, as by 
then it’s well established and stable – he does believe that the age of a 
sourdough starter is refl ective of a baker’s dedication. “It’s really about 
the tradition of doing this. It’s more like a commitment towards the 
product,” he says.
Today it’s widely accepted that the best bread is that made from the 
naturally occurring lactobacilli and yeast found in fl our. Enzymes in the 
fl our are activated with the addition of water, breaking down the starches 
into simple sugars that fuel the yeast and bacteria. The former produce 
carbon dioxide, which give the bread volume, and ethanol, while the 
latter produce acetic and lactic acids, which put the sour in sourdough. 
The addition of salt is not only for taste; it will slow down fermentation, 
strengthen the dough and helps the loaf retain carbon dioxide and 
therefore volume. 
Three basic raw ingredients. The magic and mystery of microorganisms. Time-honoured 
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This form of bread making is the most ancient and traditional and these 
simple ingredients have been the basis of a staple food that is found in 
cuisines across the world. Yet it is not always straightforward. There are 
many factors that can affect the creation of the perfect loaf. 
“I’m continually seeking a balance of acidity,” says Zachary Golper, 
chef and owner of Bien Cuit bakery in New York and 2018 James Beard 
Finalist for Outstanding Baker. “And by that I mean a balance of acetic 
and lactic acid to where the pleasure of eating it is present because 
you’ve got a creaminess, a pronounced but not sharp acidity, just the 
right amount of sodium that allows you to ferment for such an extended 
period of time and a beautifully moist crumb and a thick crust that has 
been taken to full Maillard reaction, but not burnt. To me that’s how you 
create a perfect loaf. And I have taken the time to figure out what will 
make it exactly those flavours that I’m looking for.”
Even though Golper may have found a winning recipe, he is always 
having to adapt it. “The wheat every year is slightly different so we 
change the recipe slightly every November. It’s usually just a mild 
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”Scientists have not yet found all the evidence and dynamics behind 
natural yeast and the flavour it creates according to the different 
factors, like the air, the soil, the wheat, the salt, the interaction of each of 
them inside the bread,” says Michaud. 
Perhaps this is part of the reason why artisanal bread making has 
experienced something of a renaissance in recent years, despite the 
prevalence of gluten-free propaganda and low-carbohydrate diets. 
There’s a certain element of the unknown inherent in bread making, 
even though knowledge is also required.
“There is no formula for the perfect bread, ” says Alan Or, Chief Baker at 
the Ritz-Carlton Hong Kong. ”I think that’s what makes baking challenging 
and interesting. For example, in different weather conditions we need to 
adjust the way we make bread. We also need to develop a connection 
with the starter, to try to sense what it needs. We do not only use scientific 
methods to do this, but also smell and taste.” There’s something basic 
and human to bread making. 
“Every bread has its own personality, like a human being. There won’t be 
two identical breads unless they are mass-produced in a factory. Even 
if bakers make the same breads using the same recipe, the bread will 
not be the same because different bakers have different techniques. 
Every single artisanal loaf is like a piece of artwork, unique for its shape, 
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Aside from this aspect, people are becoming more conscious of what 
they eat, especially as supermarket breads are often filled with sugar, 
additives and preservatives. As such, there’s nothing better than 
creating your own bread from scratch with just three simple ingredients: 
flour, water and salt, and allowing the natural microorganisms to work 
their magic.  
Many believe that breads like sourdough are actually better for you, too, 
particularly when made from high quality ingredients such as organic, 
stone-milled, and therefore more flavourful, flours. Fermented for an 
extended period of time, the breads not only have more depth but are 
more digestible as the enzymes have had time to fully break down the 
complex carbohydrates. 
“I think sourdough is the way humans have been eating bread since 
it was first created and I think it is the most compatible to the human 
digestive system and I think for that reason, to our palate, it tastes the 
best,” says Golper.
There’s something about the process of making bread, too, and the 
time and patience required. “Making bread had become a mostly silent 
meditation for me,” wrote Chad Robertson, co-owner of acclaimed San 
Francisco bakery Tartine in the introduction to his book of the same 
name – the bread bible that revealed to the world the secrets of making 
sourdough and launched the hobbies of a new generation of home 
bread bakers.
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Michaud agrees with the mindfulness aspect of the bread-making 
process. “I have been living in Hong Kong for 20 years and I have come 
across many people in stressful business environments who tell me 
they want to make bread because it feels purposeful and it has a kind 
of psychological stress relief to it; the whole process of the making, the 
shaping, the mixing, the baking makes them relaxed.” Indeed Michaud 
currently has a retired CEO volunteering in his bakery, simply because 
making bread makes him content.
Bread making, however, is not without its challenges, and technical 
knowhow is essential. 
The most important aspect is the starter, and taking care of it. This living 
ingredient requires nurturing. The first thing Or does when he gets into 
his baking laboratory at 7am every morning is to feed his flour-and-water 
starter. ”We have more than six types of starter in the hotel which need 
to be fed in different ways,” says Or. These each contribute to different 
final baked products.
It’s the same for Michaud whose starters are kept in a humidity- and 
temperature-controlled room to ensure their consistency for each type 
of dough.
Once the starter is secure, there are other important techniques that 
contribute to bread making. Practice, of course plays its part, but there 
is an instinct to the process too, and to knowing when and how to make 
any adjustments necessary to ensure a prime final product can be 
achieved. 
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“One of the challenges is teaching people how to mix and to knead the 
dough and to handle the high hydration level, and then the folding. It is not 
something we can write on paper, because it’s about feeling and to pass 
on this feeling is a challenge,” says Michaud. “It is never fixed because 
every human is different. Some people get it very quickly and it’s natural 
and for some the method seems strange and it takes more time.”
Once mastered, though, bread is perhaps one of the most fulfilling 
things you can create. Its creation is rhythmic, repetitive, meditative, and 
innovation can be applied once the basic techniques are acquired. It takes 
time and patience, too, but the rewards are nurturing to body and soul. 
“Grain and bread is the very thing that began civilisation,” says Golper. 
“And I think when people want to have that experience of a tactile human 
relationship with an organic substance, in this time of technology there’s 
nothing really on Earth more satisfying that making bread because at the 














能帶來滿足感，因為最後你還可以把它吃進肚子。」    
Making bread had become a mostly silent meditation for me
製作麵包的過程基本上已成為我的冥想時間 
– Chad Robertson
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